Introduction
Career success is broadly understood as a range of accomplishments and achievements that people receive in their career lifespan (Stumpf 2014) . Achieving career success is important because it leads to improving professional, on-the-job behaviours, such as enhancing quality of work, needing less supervision and making fewer mistakes (Dyess et al. 2015) . This is especially relevant for nurses whose role is to improve people's health through high level of specialized clinical care (Li et al. 2014) . Greater perceived career success also contributes to greater organizational success (Ng et al. 2005) , stability and retention (Li et al. 2014) . Therefore, just as people strive to achieve career success, it is in the employers' interest to implement strategies and supports to keep their staff and help them thrive professionally (Liu et al. 2015; Stumpf 2014) . To better tailor these supports, it is important to understand how career success manifests in nursing.
Background
Historically, career success was through to reflect predominantly objective rewards, such as an increased salary, upward job movement or a number of promotions. Changes to the world-of-work have seen a shift to promoting subjective career success, measured predominantly as job satisfaction (Stumpf 2014) . While these viewpoints guided research to date, clarity around what constitutes career success is inconclusive, which is evident in literature that does not agree on a single definition and research that assigns multitude of meanings to career success (Dyess et al. 2015; Heslin 2005; Ng et al. 2005) .
To illustrate, Ng et al. (2005) identified four markers of career success: human capital (e.g. education and job tenure), organizational sponsorship (e.g. organizational and supervisor support), personal traits (e.g. extraversion and openness) and socio-demographic attributes (e.g. marital status and age). Conversely, Heslin (2005) defined career success as self-referent (own) and other referent (in comparison with others) achievements, and Hennequin (2007) identified three types of career success -material, psychological and social. Finally, Dries et al. (2008) critiqued conceptual and methodological shortcomings of career success and provided more 'inclusive' conceptualization suitable for general managers, with nine dimensions: work performance, advancement, self-development, creativity, security, satisfaction, recognition, cooperation and contribution.
While each conceptualization is useful, it is unclear whether they are relevant across contexts and settings. Literature suggests that career success is a value-driven concept (Otto et al. 2017 ) and should be considered within its historical, religious, socio-cultural and work contexts, as each plays a significant role in constructing the meaning of the concept (Dries et al. 2008; Heslin 2005; Takeuchi et al. 2008) . In Iran -an Islamic country, work meanings are affected by dominant religious, cultural, symbolic and collectivist beliefs shared with some Asian cultures (Edara 2017) . Iranian people are strongly attached to their families and hold strong ideology about female role in society (Eskandari et al. 2015; Sirgy & Lee 2017) , which might affect their work choices and expectations of success. Asian people share work responsibilities and work collaboratively to achieve collective goals, which is different to the West, where people strive to achieve individually driven goals (Briscoe et al. 2011) . Islamic religion also discourages accumulation of wealth; instead, it values immaterial work rewards (Tlaiss 2015) . From this, career success in Iranian context might reflect in family oriented, work collaborative and other subjective aspects of career success. To answer a call for contextual assessment of career success, we embarked on exploring this concept within the culturally rich context of Iranian workplace.
While research that aims at conceptualization of career success has flourished in other careers, it has been less explored and understood in health-related careers, such as nursing. From the limited evidence, most nursing studies assessed one aspect of career success -job satisfaction or used multidimensional measure devised for different career (i.e. career satisfaction, perceived within organization competitiveness and perceived external organization competitiveness; Li et al. 2014) . Given that healthcare professionals face work conditions dissimilar to others, Takeuchi et al. (2008) argued that career success will also manifest differently. They found physiotherapist-specific aspects of career success, notably, patient recovery and building rapport with patients, over objective measures. Others identified physician-specific dimensions, including financial reward, promotion, leadership, grants, publications, career and life satisfaction (Rubio et al. 2011) , and improving health of patients, enjoying work, seeing mentees succeed and receiving external acknowledgement of success (Robinson et al. 2016 ). This suggests that career success across health professions will also differ according to one's position and roles within the organization.
It is important that organizations nurture and support nurses to be successful, as they represent the largest human force within health care, and their roles and responsibilities are distinctively different. They provide direct patient care and are driven by helping, often altruistic attitudes and behaviours. Nurses put their patients first and face often unrealistic workload. They are exposed to high levels of stress and burnout (Babaei et al. 2016) , which can endanger their physical and psychological well-being and make them vulnerable to committing medical errors (Pazokian et al. 2014 ) and leaving the organization (Liu et al. 2015 ). Yet, none of the known research has explored what career success means to nurses themselves. Therefore, it is imperative to increase our understanding of how career success manifests in nursing, so research into career success can expand, and contribute to educational, government and organizational initiatives into helping nurses achieve career success. To conceptualize career success, this study focused on emic perspectives of nurses and identifying meanings based on real-life experiences (Gray et al. 2016 ).
Aim of study
The aim was to explore nurses' perceptions of career success.
Methods

Design
This was a qualitative descriptive research with conventional content analysis approach.
Sample and setting
The Iranian Health System uses model of public service provision. It comprises complex public network of healthcare providers and hospitals offering primary services for free or a minimum cost, a large private sector, which mostly concentrates on provision of secondary and tertiary care, and nongovernment organizations and charities (WHO, 2006) . Nurses who successfully graduate are licensed under a single professionally accepted rank (Tabatabaee et al. 2017) , and, to be employed in hospital, must pass academic test and ethics interview. Nursing profession sits at the bottom of healthcare pay-scale and offers only minimal advancement.
Participants were 27 nurses (70% female) working across 14 general, tertiary, and specialized hospitals in three large provinces in north Iran. The inclusion criterion was at least 1-year work experience. Participants' mean age was 36.50 years, and work experience was between 18 months and 30 years, with an average of 13.05 years (Table 1) .
Data collection
Participants were recruited in 2016 through purposive and, thereafter, snowball sampling to invite additional participants introduced by the initial pool of nurses. We collected (a) semistructured face-to-face interviews, and (b) observational field notes. The interviews commenced with introductions to build rapport, followed by set three questions: 'Tell me what the word career success means to you', 'When you think about your colleagues, tell me about who you think is successful and why?', and 'What have you been doing to succeed in your career?'.
The interviewer used probing questions to further explore answers to obtain in-depth, rich data. Interviews continued up until the point of saturation (Zhang & Wildemuth 2009 ), achieved with 27 participants. Twenty-two interviews were conducted by the corresponding author at the participant's workplace and five in the research office. All interviews, lasting 55-125 min, were audio-recorded and transcribed for analysis.
Secondly, field notes were collected to triangulate the data. Structured observations were conducted in natural hospital environment by the corresponding author who is a clinical nurse with 7-year mentoring experience. Six participants (Id: 3, 5, 6, 7, 14 and 25) were selected purposefully; they considered themselves successful, and reported in the interview how their success reflected on their on-the-job attitudes and behaviours. The observer followed each nurse during their scheduled shift, focusing on predetermined categories: (a) relationships with other staff and patients, and (b) provision of care to patients. Additional categories were added as they appeared. The observations were typed in immediately after the observation session and were analysed as field notes.
Ethical considerations
Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the corresponding author's University Ethical Committee (Code no: 5:4:10288) and the study followed its approved protocol. The researcher (corresponding author) obtained permission from interested nurses, with which a suitable time and place was set to conduct the interviews. Before interview, the researcher provided information about study aim, benefits, data collection, treatment of confidential data, risk to participants and voluntarily nature of the study. All participants provided written consent.
Data analysis
The conventional content analysis suggested by Zhang & Wildemuth (2009) as appropriate for analysing qualitative content was used for all data in MAXQDA software (2007 version, VERBI Software GmbH, Berlin, Germany). All transcripts were firstly read several times to gain full understanding of the explored concept. Secondly, data were divided into meaningful units (paragraph, sentence, phrase and word), making sure they maintained its content and meaning. Finally, using continuous comparison, evaluation, interpretation and feedback, themes and categories were identified.
Rigour
Credibility of the findings was supported by utilizing a researcher who was an experienced clinical nurse and a mentor to other nurses, collecting two types of data source (interviews and field notes) and undergoing rigourous team decision-making (all experts in the field). Transferability was achieved through comprehensive reporting of all research processes and using methods that were transparent and replicable. To assure conformability, all steps of the research and decision-making were documented, and raw data (actual quotes) were presented for researchers' and healthcare community perusal (Pandey & Patnaik 2014) .
Findings
Analysis of data from the interviews and field notes revealed that the career success in nurses was reflected in five themes and 14 subthemes. Visual classification of career success, along with example statements, is reported in Fig. 1 and described in greater detail below.
Providing quality care
Participants reported that providing quality care was a crucial aspect that determined career success in nursing. Senior nursing manager commented:
The first and the most important element of what makes nurses successful is their capability to provide good nursing. (p15) Specifically, nurses talked about nursing as a caring science, which required high level of patient-centred care. It was reflected in the nurse's ability to form close relationships with the client and the ability to clearly communicate and explain provision of care to a client in a manner that was calming and reassuring. In addition, a successful nurse placed the client at the forefront of a holistic care, attending to all physical, mental, social and religious needs.
The patient is not just a robot. He/she has religious, mental and social needs. (p13) The majority of nurses reported that most nursing procedures were invasive and uncomfortable. Therefore, a success in nursing was also determined by clinical competence, reflected as safe, effective and timely provision of nursing procedures and clinical skills, and provision of care that was based on up-to-date, evidence-based knowledge. As one experienced nurse noted when the researcher probed about which one (knowledge or skill) was more important in nursing: These are two wings of a bird. You may hobble with one, but need both to soar. (p8)
Exemplary employee
The next element of career success, as described by nurses, is being an exemplary employee by identifying with their organization and working collaboratively to achieve organizational goals. One supervisor described one exemplary nurse: She was not only a good nurse, but also a good employee. . .she endured shortage in nursing personnel. . .collaborated with peers. . .she was a model to others. (p8) More specifically, exemplary nurse is reported to share organizational values, such as showing expected professional behaviour at work when dealing with patients and other staff. She also needs to be responsible for work tasks ('I am very serious and responsible to fulfill my duties', p8), work equipment ('I pay attention to the equipment and keep them undamaged', p1) and promoting the nursing discipline ('I try to show nursing as an important and academic discipline to the public', p2).
It is also crucial for success in nursing career to be an effective team member; being able to collaborate with other staff and assist other nurses, become a role model for other staff, and being a colleague who can be trusted and relied on (i.e. competency, spoken word and completion of tasks). An effective colleague is also a nurse who mastered and can confidently apply specialized tasks needed in practice (can take over from junior nurses), and effectively manage on-the-job crises and hospital situations. One recently employed nurse described a successful nurse colleague in this comment:
When my patient's condition is critical, she (the team member) comes to help me like an angel. (p7)
Career growth
The third theme, career growth, is manifested by organizationally driven progressions (i.e. improving on-the-job position through promotion and recognition of employment seniority). Most nurses reported their belief that 'progression' was necessary to be able to implement positive changes to improve work conditions and patient care. I wanted to become the supervisor. Then I could do all the positive changes that I wanted. (p11) Career growth is also demonstrated through internally driven professional development (i.e. through self-driven lifelong and life-wide learning). Nurses reported that nursing was ever evolving science, and, thus, seen as an important element of nurses' success to continue their professional development, to be able to stay up-to-date with and learn new clinical, specialized and professional knowledge and skills, and not to fall behind with nursing research, but actively engage in it. Answering a question 'What have you been doing to succeed in your career?' the typical answer was:
I study, I participate in intensive nursing care workshops. . .I collaborate with research committee. (p12)
Professional attributes
The participants reported a wide range of professional and personal characteristics seen important for successful nursing practice. All interviewed nurses noted that a successful nurse was a person who was never static; rather, the nurse showed dynamic engagement in activities with the move forward vision and approached all tasks with energy and enthusiasm. When interviewing a nurse whose colleagues described him as energetic and keen, the nurse explained: I consider myself just 60% successful, the remaining 40% is to give me the needed energy to move forward even more. (p8) Most nurses reported that successful nurse displayed benevolence. They noted that nursing was stressful, often requiring them to expand their efforts and time to benefit their patients. Nurses reported facing everyday crises and workplace ethical dilemmas, so a successful nurse needed to possess and adhere to high personal and professional standards, including having moral conscience, respect for human dignity, compassion and patience. One of the nurses (after describing a workplace dilemma) summarized these attributes in this comment:
I said to myself that God is aware of my actions and thoughts. I asked God to give me a big heart to be patient, and do the right thing to help the patient. (p5) Most nurses reported that a successful nurse was a person who showed self-confidence to make and actualize one's onthe-job decisions, to complete routine tasks without supervision, be a confident nursing manager, and have confidence in one's own self-worth as a nurse. One of the nurses described an experience of her colleague with a low self-worth and then concluded:
There should be a mirror on the ward. . .nurses should see and believe in themselves and remember that they 'are,' they 'can'. (p1) Data also revealed that a successful nurse had the capacity to self-regulate. In the hospital environment, which is often unpredictable, stressful and full of crises, the nurses reported that they needed to be able to compose their emotions to fulfil duties and effectively overcome crises. A successful nurse also had to self-reflect on their professional conduct, identify the strengths and gaps and make necessary adjustments to correct mistakes and improve.
I must start from myself, to change and improve, to correct the mistakes. (p22) Finally, a nurse who used advanced cognitive appraisalsperceived the hospital, the ward, the patients and the needs of the patients as a whole, reflected on how they related to one another, and processed and prioritized each need to the best outcome, was successful. Having highly developed critical thinking and clinical decision-making skills was thought critical to nursing. To provide high quality of care, nurses needed the ability to assess, identify and evaluate relevant information about patient (the problem), foresee potential outcomes of their nursing care, and apply correct solutions accordingly. A neonatal Intensive Care Unit nurse described her experience from a previous shift:
. . .seemingly there was no problem, but I should have known that the baby was fasting. . .the patient's temperature would have increased soon as the result of dehydration, and I should have known the latent reason of her hyperthermia. . . I should have done the best thing immediately. (p11)
Internal satisfaction
Last, all participants reported that nurses who were successful in their practice felt internally satisfied. Most noted that satisfaction was the core element, without which career success could not be achieved or perceived as meaningful. A young nurse explained: Career success is something like prosperity, it means enjoying whatever is there. (p3) Most nurses noted that their satisfaction stemmed from internal feeling of usefulness, being able to help patients and families. An angiography nurse described a successful cardiopulmonary resuscitation performed on a patient without any assistance during a night shift and then said:
After that, for two weeks, I was in ecstasy. (p14) External feeling of usefulness was also noted when nurse's work had been recognized (immaterially) by the patient, other staff and authorities. From those nurses who described work experiences, in which they saved patient life or made useful organizational changes, many stressed feeling satisfied for receiving positive feedback.
She was repeatedly thanked by the authorities. (p26) Finally, work-life balance is often hard to achieve in a nursing career due to the nature of work requiring nurses to engage in rotational shifts and high work load with responsibility over the health of sick people. Therefore, nurses who managed their work and life by effectively handling personal and professional demands were reported to be successful.
If I wake up a little sooner, I can prepare food, do housework. . . so, I can work here with relieved mind. (p24)
Discussion
This study examined nurses' perceptions of career success.
The findings indicate that nurses that were successful in their career possessed five elements of career success: they (a) provided high-quality care, (b) were exemplary employees, (c) embarked on lifelong professional development, (d) displayed positive personal attributes, and (e) felt internally satisfied. These are dividable into further 14 subthemes (Fig. 1) . Our findings, thus, support work of others, who argued and found that career success was a multidimensional concept (Dries et al. 2008; Heslin 2005; Ng et al. 2005) .
As expected in nursing, the most commonly reported dimension was the provision of quality care, reflected in patient-centred care and high level of clinical competence and knowledge. Our findings resonate with others who set to conceptualize career success in other health professions, founding that patient recovery-centred care and establishing good relationships with patients were the top determining aspects of health provider's career success (Robinson et al. 2016; Takeuchi et al. 2008) . Thus, these results do not support arguments about income being the main indicator of career success (Ng et al. 2005) or findings from non-health-related careers (e.g. executive search firms and business professionals), in which employees considered money and hierarchical status as demonstration of their success (e.g. Hennequin 2007; Heslin 2005; Ng et al. 2005) . Notably, no participants made a reference to income when describing career success, indicating that nurses consider their profession as a calling, rather than having a career or a job that pays well (Emerson 2017) . This resonates with labour market figures that show nursing profession at the lower end of the Iranian healthcare system, with salaries just above the average, and offering only limited increases (Financial Tribune 2016) .
The second dimension, exemplary employee, was reflected in the employee's professional conduct that resonated with organizational values, attitudes and behaviours, which contributed to being perceived as a trustworthy, a role model and a team player who can effectively apply on-the-job, specialized skills and competencies. This finding reflects living in a collectivistic culture, which promotes teamwork and achieving collective goals (Briscoe et al. 2011; Edara 2017) . It also supports studies in general literature that identified support, social success, collaboration and contribution as important elements of career success (Dries et al. 2008; Hennequin 2007) . The concept of exemplary employee (Kostal & Wiernik 2017) can be understood from organizational perspective, which focuses on optimizing the deployment of staff to improve the organization's flexibility and competitive advantage, and individual perspective, which focusses on acquiring individual attributes that make an employee exemplary. Our findings align with both perspectives: to be exemplary, one needs to acquire knowledge, skills and behaviours that are valued by employers (e.g. organizational values and collaboration) and contribute to reaching one's own career potential. Thus, we add to the career success literature by providing comprehensive understanding of how this theme unfolds in the organization.
We termed the third theme career growth, which highlights the need of nurses to develop in their employment (through promotion and other progress indicators) and their profession (through continuous learning and research involvement) to reach their full potential. Our results are consistent with related literature that argues that career growth can be achieved through promotion (Liu et al. 2015) , and studies in health and non-health-related disciplines that found similar indices: advancement, recognition, self-development, achieving grants and publications (Dries et al. 2008; Rubio et al. 2011) . Our findings also resonate with the conceptualization of career growth as a career goal progression, professional ability development and promotion speed (Liu et al. 2015) , argued to be relevant in health professions (Takeuchi et al. 2008) .
Our study found that a successful nurse developed important professional attributes (dynamic engagement, benevolence, self-confidence, self-regulation and cognitive appraisal), supporting a rare study by Ng et al. (2005) who also identified positive personality attributes (e.g. being outgoing, energetic, open and assertive) as elements of career success.
Specific to nursing, our results are consistent with research that found that personal attributes of persistence, self-directedness, empathy and altruism were vital attributes sought for in successful nurses (Babaei et al. 2016 ). Our findings also illustrate an Iranian symbol for a nurse -'Ms. Zeinab', a figure with admirable characteristics, including benevolence, kindness, honesty and self-confidence.
Finally, results indicate internal satisfaction as the fifth element of career success, reflected in positive feelings that one's work is helpful and recognized (non-monetarily), and achieving work-life balance. Our findings are consistent with health, nursing and non-health-related studies, founding work enjoyment, career and life satisfaction (Li et al. 2014; Robinson et al. 2016; Rubio et al. 2011) , and feeling of external acknowledgement for work success (Robinson et al. 2016 ) as important affective aspects of career success. This also aligns with arguments that Asian cultures are driven by immaterial, internally driven rewards of work (Tlaiss 2015) , and the nature of nursing being 'helping' profession. Worklife balance as a dimension of career success can be explained by its socio-cultural context. In Iran, as an Asian country, more than 90% of nurses are females living under strong gender-role ideology that see them in traditional roles as wives and mothers (Eskandari et al. 2015; Sirgy & Lee 2017) . Thus, to prevent stress and burnout from these competing roles, it is crucial for nurses to achieve good work-life balance.
Study limitations
While our findings shed light on the multidimensional nature of career success in nurses, we cannot describe the process of acquisition, the relative importance of each dimension across the life span, or the inter-relationship between each component. This will require longitudinal quantitative and qualitative investigations. These findings should also be replicated in other socio-cultural settings and 'helping' professions to ascertain that this current conceptualization share aspects and is relevant in these contexts. We hope that our findings will encourage other researchers to continue inquiry into a better understanding of the career success concept to be able to develop framework for interventions and policy-making.
Conclusions
This study offers a new and more inclusive conceptualization of career success in nursing. By obtaining rich qualitative data specific to nursing, we uncovered dimensions of career success based on nurses' perceptions of other's and their own success, which can be used to further define and assess the concept in nursing. We conclude that career success in nursing is complex and cannot easily be reduced to a unidimensional definition. In future measurement development, the instrument should be comprehensive enough to capture each element and be manifested across behavioural, affective and cognitive aspects identified in our study. We provided sound base to all future research endeavours.
Implications and recommendations for health policy
Greater understanding of the concept as specific to nursing will be useful to educators who design nursing studies and assessments. With career success as an ultimate graduate outcome, the focus of the preparatory years should be on the development of the five elements of career success embedded into a nursing curriculum or co-curricular professional development units. Future nurses could reflect on their current attributes and adjust their future career preparation and learning to bridge any identified gap. Similarly, health organizations should also review organizational values to attract and retain nurses with such attributes and design professional development programmes and supports to help them grow within the organization and to achieve career success.
